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FiG. 3: Hydrogen peroxide concentration in the reaction mixture during step a) of the
Example 1 {(continuous process according to the invention with a H,Q; starting concentration
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FIG. 4 the time-course concentration of hydrogen peroxide during step a) of Example 2
Comparative (bateh process with a HyO; starting concentration of 60%),
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CONTINUOUS PROCESS OF OXIDATIVE
CLEAVAGE OF VEGETABLE OILS

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application is a Continuation of co-pending applica-
tion Ser. No. 13/520,020, filed on Jun. 29, 2012, which is the
National Phase of PCT/EP2010/070843 filed on Dec. 29,
2010; and this application claims priority to Application No.
MI2009A002360 filed in Italy on Dec. 30, 2009 under 35
U.S.C. §119. The entire contents of each application is hereby
incorporated by reference.

DESCRIPTION

The present invention relates to a continuous process for
the oxidative cleavage of vegetable oils containing triglycer-
ides of unsaturated carboxylic acids, for the obtainment of
saturated carboxylic acids, comprising the steps of:

a) feeding to a first reactor at least a vegetable oil, an oxidizing
compound and a catalyst capable of catalyzing the oxida-
tion reaction of the olefinic double bond to obtain an inter-
mediate compound containing vicinal diols, and of

b) feeding to a second reactor said intermediate compound, a
compound containing oxygen and a catalyst capable of
catalyzing the oxidation reaction of the vicinal diols to
carboxylic groups, to obtain saturated monocarboxylic
acids (i) and triglycerides containing saturated carboxylic
acids with more than one acid function (ii);

¢) separating the saturated monocarboxylic acids (i) from the
triglycerides having more than one acid function (ii).

d)hydrolyzing in a third reactor the triglycerides having more
than one acid function (ii) to obtain glycerol and saturated
carboxylic acids with more than one acid function.

Processes for the oxidative cleavage of vegetable oils con-
taining triglycerides of unsaturated carboxylic acids are
known in the literature.

For example, the patent application WO2008/138892
describes a batch process for the oxidative cleavage of veg-
etable oils characterized in that the oxidation reactions are
performed on non-modified oils, without the addition of
organic solvents and in the presence of limited quantities of
water (water:diol <1:1).

The oxidation reactions described are significantly exo-
thermic and require constant control, together with adequate
removal of the heat developed in order to prevent an excessive
increase of the temperature.

The oxidation phase of the unsaturated carbons to form
vicinal diols, in particular, is subject to the risk of explosive
decomposition of the peroxide used as oxidizing agent, as
peroxide is very unstable in conditions of high temperature.

Moreover, a further limit of the entire process is related to
the accidental accumulation of oxidizing agent, which can
cause sudden acceleration of the reaction with consequent
uncontrolled increase of the temperature. Such accumulation
can depend on a low reaction velocity or on difficulty in the
mixing of oxidizing agents with reagents.

In the oxidative cleavage step of the vicinal diols, for
example, significant difficulties are encountered in mixing, as
at the conditions used the reagents form a liquid phase char-
acterized by high viscosity, while the oxidizing agent is in
gaseous phase.

Furthermore, the mechanism of the oxidative cleavage
reaction of the vicinal diols with oxygen has been demon-
strated to be of radical type. Such type of reaction shows an
induction time in which the appropriate radicals concentra-
tion has to be reached before starting the reaction; after this
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time the reaction starts propagating exponentially and uncon-

trolled, with the formation of by-products having different

chain length due to lack of selectivity.

To overcome the aforesaid drawbacks, the present continu-
ous process for the production of carboxylic acids starting
from vegetable oils has been developed. In said process, each
of the oxidation reactions is conducted continuously and not
in a batch process.

The term continuous is intended as a process in which the
operations to feed reagents and to remove products take place
simultaneously for the entire duration thereof and in which, in
each step, the process conditions (i.e. temperature, pressure,
flow rate, etc.) remain substantially unchanged.

The continuous process according to the present invention
is more effectively controllable with respect to known pro-
cesses, making it possible to feed high concentrations of
oxidizing agent in safe conditions during step a) of the pro-
cess.

Moreover, the continuous process according to the inven-
tion solves the difficulties of mixing the oxidizing agent dur-
ing the oxidative cleavage reaction of the diols, linked to the
high viscosity of the reaction mixture. In fact, in said process
for the entire duration of step b) the reaction mixture contains
a high percentage of reaction products which, being more
fluid than the reagents, contribute towards significantly
decreasing the viscosity of the system.

In the continuous process according to the invention it is
also possible to maintain constant and low the radicals con-
centration during step b), thus limiting the formation of by-
products and increasing the reaction yield.

The process according to the invention will now be
described in greater detail with reference to the FIGS. 1-5:

FIG. 1 is a flow diagram of the process according to the
invention;

FIG. 2 is a diagram of the plant in which the process takes
place;

FIG. 3 is a diagram showing the hydrogen peroxide con-
centration in the reaction mixture during step a) of Example 1
(continuous process according to the invention with a H202
starting concentration of 60%);

FIG. 4 is a diagram showing the time-course concentration
ot hydrogen peroxide during step a) of Example 2 Compara-
tive (batch process with a H202 starting concentration of
60%); and

FIG. 5 is a diagram showing the time-course concentration
ot hydrogen peroxide during step a) of Example 3 Compara-
tive (batch process with a H202 starting concentration of
50%.

The present invention relates in particular to a continuous
process for the oxidative cleavage of vegetable oils contain-
ing triglycerides of unsaturated carboxylic acids, for the
obtainment of saturated carboxylic acids, comprising the
steps of:

a) feeding to a first continuous reactor (1) at least a vegetable
oil and an oxidizing compound in the presence of a catalyst
capable of catalyzing the oxidation reaction of the olefinic
double bond to obtain an intermediate compound contain-
ing vicinal diols; and of

b) feeding to a second continuous reactor (2) said intermedi-
ate compound, oxygen or a compound containing oxygen,
and a catalyst capable of catalyzing the oxidation reaction
of'the diols to carboxylic groups, to obtain saturated mono-
carboxylic acids (i) and triglycerides containing saturated
monocarboxylic acids with more than one acid function

(1);
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¢) transferring the product of step b) to an apparatus (3)
suitable to separate the saturated monocarboxylic acids (i)
from the triglycerides having more than one acid function
(i);

d) hydrolyzing in a third reactor (4) said triglycerides (ii) to
obtain glycerol and saturated carboxylic acids with more
than one acid function.

The starting material for the process according to the
present invention is a vegetable oil, or a mixture of vegetable
oils, containing triglycerides of unsaturated carboxylic acids.
These vegetable oils are intended both as non-modified
pressed products and as an oil that has been subjected to
chemical or chemical-physical modifications, such as purifi-
cation treatments or enzymatic enrichment operations.
Examples of vegetable oils are: soybean oil, olive oil, castor
oil, sunflower oil, peanut oil, maize oil, palm oil, jatropha oil,
cuphea oil, oils from Brassicaceae such as Crambe abys-
sinica, Brassica carinata, Brassica napus (rapeseed),
Lesquerella, and other oils with a high monounsaturated acid
content. The use of sunflower seed oil and oils from Brassi-
caceae is particularly preferred. The use of sunflower oil with
a high oleic content and oils from Brassicaceae with a high
erucic content is even more preferred.

The triglycerides can contain both monounsaturated and
polyunsaturated carboxylic acids. Examples of unsaturated
carboxylic acids are: 9-tetradecenoic acid (myristoleic acid),
9-hexadecenoic acid (palmitoleic acid), 9-octadecenoic acid
(oleic acid), 12-hydroxy-9-octadecenoic acid (ricinoleic
acid), 9-eicosenoic acid (gadoleic acid), 13-docosenoic acid
(erucic acid), 15-tetracosenoic acid (nervonic acid), 9,12-
octadecadienoic acid (linoleic acid), and 9,12,15-octadecatri-
enoic acid (linolenic acid).

Monounsaturated carboxylic acids are particularly pre-
ferred. The use of oleic acid and of erucic acid is particularly
advantageous in the process according to the invention. In
these cases pelargonic acid with high yields is obtained as
saturated monocarboxylic acid.

In the process according to the invention the reactors 1 and
2 used to perform steps a) and b), are continuous reactors
preferably connected each other by means a gear pump. The
use of these continuous reactors allows a reduction of the
reaction volumes, facilitating heat exchange.

In a preferred embodiment of the process, the reactors 1
and 2 are of the CSTR (Continuous Stirred-Tank Reactor)
type. Each of the CSTRs 1 and 2 can advantageously be
substituted by several reactors of the same type arranged in
series, determining an increase in the surface/volume ratio
(consequently further facilitating the heat exchange during
the reaction) and the reduction of the total reaction volume.

In step b) continuous reactors of gas/liquid type are advan-
tageously used. Preferably, jet loop reactors (CSTR Loop),
which promote contact between the oxidizing agent in gas-
eous phase and the reaction mixture in liquid phase, are used.

Both steps a) and b) are preferably conducted without the
addition of organic solvents

The intermediate product obtained as output from the reac-
tor (1) is continuously fed, preferably by a gear pump, to the
reactor (2), where it is allowed to react with oxygen or a
compound containing oxygen without requiring any prelimi-
nary purification treatment.

In a preferred embodiment of the process according to the
invention at the end of step a) the catalyst is not removed.

In a preferred embodiment of the process, step b) is con-
ducted without the addition of water besides that in which the
catalyst is dissolved. Advantageously, throughout the dura-
tion of said step b) the aqueous phase/organic phase weight
ratio is maintained below 1:3.
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The oxidizing substance used to perform step a) of the
process according to the invention is preferably selected from
osmium tetroxide, permanganates, hydrogen peroxide, alkyl
hydroperoxides and percarboxylic acids as, for example, per-
formic acid, peracetic acid or perbenzoic acids. Said oxidiz-
ing substance is more preferably an aqueous solution of
hydrogen peroxide in concentrations between 30 and 80%
(w/w), preferably between 40 and 70% and even more pref-
erably between 49 and 65%.

In the continuous process according to the present inven-
tion it is possible to use solutions of hydrogen peroxide even
at very high concentrations. In fact, the continuous nature of
the process allows the concentration of peroxide to be kept
constant during the reaction, preventing dangerous phenom-
ena of accumulation thereof which can instead occur during
batch type reactions. Surprisingly, the applicant has found
that the H,O, concentration during the continuous process
according to the invention is even lower than the one observed
during a batch process performed with lower starting concen-
tration of hydrogen peroxide.

The use of hydrogen peroxide solutions at high concentra-
tions has the advantage of introducing lower quantities of
dilution water into the reaction mixture.

The diol resulting from step a) and coming out from reactor
1 is fed to reactor 2, where it is made to react—in step
b)—with oxygen or with a compound containing oxygen. The
use of air is particularly advantageous. Oxygen enriched air
can also be used.

The catalyst of step a) belongs to the group of transition
elements. Advantageously, Fe, Mn, Mo, Nb, Os, Re, Ti, V, W,
Zr and their acids, alkaline salts and complexes are used as
catalysts in homogeneous or heterogeneous phase, optionally
in a supported or nanostructured form. The use of tungstic
acid or phosphotungstic acid is particularly preferred. Said
catalyst is present in quantities between 0.03% and 3% by
moles, preferably between 0.05% and 1.8% by moles and
even more preferably between 0.06% and 1.5% by moles with
respect to the total moles of unsaturations. In a preferred
embodiment of the process, the catalyst can be fed in solution
form in a non-organic solvent.

With regard to the catalyst of step b), it belongs to the group
of the transition elements. Advantageously, Ce, Cr, Co, Cu,
Mn, Mo, Re, Os, V and W and their acids, alkaline salts and
complexes are used as catalysts in homogeneous or hetero-
geneous phase, optionally in a supported or nanostructured
form. The use of cobalt salts such as acetate, chloride, sul-
phate, bromide and nitrate, used in quantities between 0.05%
and 3% by moles, preferably between 0.1% and 2% by moles
and even more preferably between 0.3% and 1.5% by moles
with respect to the diol produced in step a) is particularly
preferred. The use of cobalt acetate and cobalt chloride is
particularly preferred.

An inorganic acid can be added to the catalyst of step b).
Examples of inorganic acid are phosphoric acid, sulphuric
acid, hydrochloric acid, perchloric acid and mixtures thereof.

The startup phase of the continuous process according to
the invention can be carried out by adding a small quantity of
the intermediate compound obtained with step a), as the diols
contained therein promote activation of the reaction. Said
intermediate compound can be added in a quantity =5%,
preferably =3% in weight with respect to the starting oil.

Advantageously, during step a) of the process according to
the invention, nitrogen or air are made to flow to remove a part
of'the water produced in the process. In this manner excessive
dilution of H,O, of is avoided. An alternative to the flow of
these gases is vacuum evaporation.
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The reaction temperature of step a) and of step b) of the
present process is advantageously between 45 and 95° C.,
preferably between 50 and 90° C.

The reaction temperature of step a) is advantageously
between 55 and 80° C.

The reaction temperature of step b) is advantageously
between 55 and 90° C. and even more advantageously
between 60 and 70° C.

Advantageously, to perform both step a) and step b) of the
present process, the average retention time in the reactor is
between 2 and 8 hours.

In a preferred embodiment of the process, the intermediate
product obtained from step a) is fed directly to the reactor in
which step b) is performed. In fact, it has surprisingly been
found that by feeding the intermediate product directly to the
oxidative cleavage reactor, this reaction time is decreased
with respect to batch reaction, due to the greater reactivity of
this intermediate product. This increase in reactivity also
determines a significant increase in the reaction yield.

The process according to the invention can be advanta-
geously performed at atmospheric pressure or in any case at
moderate partial oxygen pressures therefore resulting par-
ticularly advantageous in terms of industrial production.

Step a) is preferably performed at atmospheric pressure or
under a slight vacuum.

Step b) is preferably performed with air at a pressure of
=50*10° Pa, preferably =25%10° Pa. Advantageously, the
aqueous phase of the product obtained as output from step b)
is separated from the organic phase.

Organic phase separation can be advantageously per-
formed by continuous centrifuging by means of a disc sepa-
rator or with other established separation techniques.

Optionally a small amount of organic solvent can be added
to improve the separation of the two phases.

The aqueous phase contains the catalysts of steps a) and b)
which can be recovered and optionally recycled as catalysts
of step b). The organic phase is a clear oil consisting of a
mixture substantially comprising saturated monocarboxylic
acids and triglycerides containing saturated carboxylic acids
having more than one acid function, saturated monocarboxy-
lic acids present in the starting mixture and vicinal diol
formed during step a).

In a preferred embodiment of the process, in which oil with
high oleic content is used as starting material, the organic
phase is substantially composed of pelargonic acid and trig-
lycerides of azelaic, palmitic, stearic and dihydroxystearic
acid.

In another preferred embodiment of the process, in which
oils with high erucic content are used as starting material, the
organic phase is substantially composed of pelargonic acid
and triglycerides of azelaic, brassylic, palmitic, stearic, dihy-
droxystearic and dihydroxybehenic acid.

In step c) of the process according to the invention, the
organic phase obtained as oxidative cleavage productis fed to
an apparatus (3) suitable to separate the saturated monocar-
boxylic acids from the triglycerides containing saturated car-
boxylic acids having more than one carboxylic function.
Separation is advantageously performed by distillation pro-
cesses. Distillation processes not subjecting the mixture
obtained in step b) to high thermal stress, such as distillation
in vapor current, thin film distillation, falling film distillation,
molecular distillation, are preferred. Advantageously, the
mixture of evaporated monocarboxylic acids can be subjected
to further fractioned distillation to obtain monocarboxylic
acids with a greater degree of purity.
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In a preferred embodiment of the process, the monocar-
boxylic acids are separated from the triglycerides by distilla-
tion using thin film evaporators.

The triglycerides containing saturated carboxylic acids
having more than one acid function present in the residual
organic phase are in turn hydrolyzed to form glycerol and
saturated carboxylic acids in step d) of the process (reactor 4).
The hydrolysis reaction can be performed using different
techniques, such as only with water, with strong acid ion
exchange resins or by catalyzing the reaction with enzymes.

In the case of hydrolysis with water, the reaction takes
place at temperatures between 150 and 350° C., preferable
between 180 and 320° C., at the corresponding vapor equi-
librium pressure, with or without the addition of a catalyst and
with a water/oil ratio preferably comprised between 0.5:1 and
5:1.

Hydrolysis with strong acid ion exchange resins is per-
formed at the temperature of 100-140° C. Examples of suit-
able resins are those of the Amberlyst® and Amberlite® type
(both produced by Rohm and Haas Co.).

In the case of reaction catalyzed by enzymes (lipases), it is
advantageous to use lipases selected within the group com-
prising:  Candida cylindracea, Candida antarctica,
Pseudomonas sp., porcine pancreatic lipases, Candida rug-
osa, Geotrichum candidum, Aspergillus niger, Mucor miehei,
Rhizopus arrhizus, Rhizopus delemar, Rhizopus niveus,
Chromobacterium viscosum, Thermomyces lanuginosus,
Penicillium cyclopium.

In a preferred embodiment of the process according to the
invention, the hydrolysis reaction is performed in continuous
by using only water at 260-300° C., in a plug flow tubular
reactor, with a reaction time preferably comprised between 1
minute and 1 hour, preferably between 3 minutes and 30
minutes. The aqueous phase/organic phase ratio is comprised
between 1:1 and 3:1.

Following hydrolysis, an organic phase and an aqueous
phase containing glycerol are obtained. Advantageously, the
aqueous phase is separated and concentrated to recover the
glycerol by using well established separation techniques.

The organic phase principally contains saturated carboxy-
lic acids with more than one acid function. Monocarboxylic
acids, released following the hydrolysis reaction, diol and a
reaction residue consisting of oligomers are also contained in
the organic phase.

The carboxylic acids are advantageously separated from
diol and residue by distillation in a thin film evaporator or by
means of molecular distillation.

The diol and the residue thus separated can be used, for
example, as biofuel or recycled in the oxidative cleavage
reactor 2 (step b).

The evaporated carboxylic acids are then advantageously
subjected to column distillation to separate the monocarboxy-
lic acids with low molecular weight, thus purifying the satu-
rated carboxylic acids having more than one acid function.

In a preferred embodiment of the process according to the
invention, these carboxylic acids are further purified from the
monocarboxylic acids with high molecular weight by means
of extraction in water.

In a preferred embodiment of the process according to the
invention, these carboxylic acids are further purified by frac-
tioned crystallization by means of wash column (melt crys-
tallization)

According to the type of vegetable oils used as starting
material, different saturated carboxylic acids having more
than one acid function can be obtained, such as: oxalic acid,
malonic acid, succinic acid, glutaric acid, adipic acid, pimelic
acid, suberic acid, azelaic acid, sebacic acid, undecandicar-
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boxylic acid, dodecandicarboxylic acid, brassylic acid, tet-
radecandicarboxylic acid, pentadecandicarboxylic acid.

In a preferred embodiment of the process according to the
invention, azelaic acid is principally obtained from the oxi-
dative cleavage reaction of oils with high oleic content.

In another preferred embodiment of the process, brassylic
acid is principally obtained from the oxidative cleavage reac-
tion of oils with high erucic content.

The process according to the invention will now be
described according to the following non-limiting examples
and FIGS. 3-5.

The concentration (w/w) of hydrogen peroxide in the reac-
tion mixture can be determined by techniques well-known in
the art. The hydrogen peroxide concentration of Examples
1-3 is determined according to the method described in the
patent application WO 02/063285.

EXAMPLE 1
Step a

The following substances were fed continuously to a CSTR
with a working capacity of 100 L, equipped with a stirrer and
with an adequate temperature regulation system:

sunflower oil with high oleic acid content (82% oleic, 10%

linoleic, 3.5% stearic; flow rate 12.5 kg/h)

aqueous solution of hydrogen peroxide at 60% (flow rate

2.9 kg/h);,

tungstic acid (H,WO,) (flow rate 38 g/h; 0.35% by moles

with respect to the moles of unsaturations).

The reaction was carried out at a constant temperature of
62° C., under vacuum (absolute pressure of 0.10-0.20%10°
Pa) to evaporate the water fed together with the hydrogen
peroxide; the evaporated gas was collected and condensed
(approximately 1.25 kg/h of water).

FIG. 3 shows the hydrogen peroxide over-all concentration
during step a).

As can be seen in FIG. 3, the over-all hydrogen peroxide
concentration in the reactor was constant at about 2 g/kg.

The intermediate product containing vicinal diols was con-
tinuously discharged from the reactor and fed to step b) by
means ofa gear pump, adjusted to maintain a constant level in
the reactor, with a flow rate of approximately 14 kg/h.

Step b

The step b) was performed in a jet loop reactor with a
working capacity of 100 1 equipped with a 4 m*/h recircula-
tion pump and heat exchanger. The intermediate product of
step a) was continuously fed with a flow rate of 14 kg/h
together with:

cobalt acetate (Co(CH;COOH),*4H,0) dissolved in an

aqueous current (flow rate 4 kg/h) partly coming from
recycling of the catalytic solution (approximately 2
kg/h);

pressurized air (20%10° Pa; flow rate 13 to 16 kg/h).

The air flow rate was adjusted to maintain a constant O,
content (approximately 10-12%) at the reactor outlet.

The reaction was conducted at 72° C. and at 20*10° Pa
pressure, keeping constant the reaction volume to 60 1.

The viscosity of the intermediate product of step a) at 72°
C. was 300 cP. The viscosity of the reaction mixture during
step b) was constant at approximately 35 cP.

The reaction started instantly; the reaction time was of
about 3 h 30 min.

The reaction mixture of step b) was continuously dis-
charged from the jet loop reactor and fed to a liquid/liquid
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centrifuge to separate the oily phase from the aqueous phase.
Approximately 16 kg/h of oily product was obtained.

Step ¢

The separated oily phase was dried and degassed, and then
transferred to a thin film evaporator. The vapor phase pro-
duced in the evaporator essentially contained monocarboxy-
lic acids and was fractioned inside a rectification column, in
order to separate the pelargonic acid from the lighter mono-
carboxylic acids. The main component of the lighter mono-
carboxylic acids fraction (byproducts of the oxidative cleav-
age reaction) was octanoic acid.

Approximately 4.5 kg/h of vapor phase containing mono-
carboxylic acids (raw pelargonic acid), of which 4.2 kg/h was
pelargonic acid with a titer of over 99%, was obtained. The
4.5 kg/h current of raw pelargonic acid contained approxi-
mately 0.13 kg/h of octanoic acid.

An organic current of approximately 10.3 kg/h, containing
as major component triglycerides with more than one car-
boxylic function, was extracted from the bottom of'the evapo-
rator.

Step d

The organic current was pumped at high pressure to a
hydrolysis reactor of tubular plug flow type, where it was
mixed with a current of preheated water. The overall flow rate
of the water/oil mixture was approximately 33 kg/h.

The reactor operates at conditions of 300° C. and 105%10°
Pa with a reaction time of 20 min.

The hydrolyzed reaction mixture was cooled to 2-5° C. A
solid/liquid slurry was obtained, from which the aqueous
phase containing glycerol was separated by a solid/liquid
continuous filtration centrifuge.

After drying and degassing, the organic phase, rich in aze-
laic acid, was transferred to a thin film evaporator. A liquid
current, of 2.8 kg/h, consisting of a mixture of saturated
products, was extracted from the bottom of the evaporator.

The vapor phase was fed to a rectification column by which
a current of 0.8 kg/h, consisting of a mixture of light mono-
carboxylic acids with a pelargonic acid content of approxi-
mately 70% in weight, was distilled. Approximately 6.6 kg/h
of a mixture of dicarboxylic acids (principally azelaic acid)
with a content of heavy monocarboxylic acids of 10% to 12%
(essentially palmitic acid and stearic acid) was obtained from
the bottom of the rectification column.

EXAMPLE 2
Comparative

Step a) Performed Batchwise vs Continuous with
60% H,0,

A batch process was performed placing in a 100 1 reactor

the following substances:

80 kg of sunflower oil with high oleic content (composition
as in Example 1),

400 g of tungstic acid (0.7% by moles with respect to the
unsaturated fatty acid),

4 kg of raw hydroxylated oil (intermediate obtained at the
end of step (a) coming from a previous reaction, the
so-called reaction activator).

The temperature was raised to 60-65° C. and 18.510f 60%

solution of H,0, were added in 4 h.
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During the reaction nitrogen was fluxed to distil a part of
the water of the process and to prevent excessive dilution of
H,0,.

Once the addition of H,0, was completed, the reaction was
continued at 65° C. for 2 h to obtain the intermediate product
containing vicinal diols.

FIG. 4 shows the time-course concentration of hydrogen
peroxide during step a) of Example 2 Comparative. As can be
seen in FIG. 4, the hydrogen peroxide concentration in the
reaction mixture strongly varied reaching a peak two times
superior than in Example 1 (FIG. 3).

In the continuous process according to Example 1 (FIG. 3),
the concentration of H,O, remained constant and on a sig-
nificantly lower level leading to a safer process.

EXAMPLE 3
Comparative

H,0, Concentration Effect in Step a) Performed
Batchwise

The step a) of a batch process was performed according to
Example 2 Comparative with the same total amount of H,O,
but with a lower starting concentration.

22.410f 50% H,0, solution of were added in the reactor in
6 h.

Once the addition of H,0, was completed, the reaction was
continued at 65° C. for 4 h. Due to the lower starting concen-
tration of hydrogen peroxide, a longer reaction time was
required with respect to Example 2 Comparative.

FIG. 5 shows the time-course concentration of hydrogen
peroxide during step a) of Example 3 Comparative. It can be
noted that the hydrogen peroxide concentration was consid-
erably higher than the H,O, concentration in Example 1 (FIG.
3), notwithstanding the hydrogen peroxide starting concen-
tration being lower.

EXAMPLE 4
Comparative
Step b) Performed Batchwise vs Continuous

The mixture formed at the end of the reaction step (a) of
Example 2 Comparative was discharged. 70 kg of this inter-
mediate product were transferred to a jet loop reactor.

19 Kg of aqueous solution of 1% cobalt acetate were added
(0.4% by moles with respect to the diol produced in step (a)).
The reactor was brought to 72° C. and to a pressure of 22%10°
Pa with air to perform step (b). Air was continuously fluxed to
provide a sufficient supply of oxygen. After an induction
period of 1 h 30 min. the reaction began. The beginning of the
reaction was highlighted by the increase in temperature of the
mixture, due to the exothermia of the oxidative cleavage. The
batch reaction lasted 5 h.

At the end of step (b) hot separation of the aqueous phase
from the organic phase was performed. The organic phase
was then distilled by steam distillation to separate 22.6 Kg of
raw pelargonic acid containing pelargonic acid and short-
chain free monocarboxylic acids (by-products of the oxida-
tive cleavage reaction), of which approximately 2 kg were
octanoic acid. The distillation residue (49.7 kg) consisted
mainly of triglycerides of azelaic acid. The corresponding
yield for the oxidative cleavage reaction (step b)) was of about
70% with respect to the moles theoretically obtainable.
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The conversion achieved after 3 h 30 min. reaction of step
b) in the continuous process according to Example 1 was
higher than the final yield reached after 5 h reaction in the
batch process (Example 4 Comparative), as can be seen in
Table 1:

TABLE 1

Oxidative cleavage reaction yields

(% moles of theoretical amount) Example 1 Example 4 Comparative
Pelargonic acid 79.2 69.9
Azelaic acid 80.1 72.8

The selectivity of the oxidative cleavage reaction in the in
the continuous process according to Example 1 was also
higher than in the batch process, as can be seen in Table 2,
showing that the by-product/product ratio was lower.

TABLE 2

By-product/product

(% wiw) Example 1 Example 4 Comparative

Octanoic acid/raw Pelargonic acid 2.9 8.8

The invention claimed is:

1. A continuous process for the oxidative cleavage of
derivatives of unsaturated carboxylic acids for the production
of saturated carboxylic acids, which comprises the steps of:

a) feeding to a first continuous reactor at least a vegetable
oil having an olefinic double bond and an oxidizing
compound in the presence of a catalyst capable of cata-
lyzing the oxidation reaction of the olefinic double bond
to obtain an intermediate compound containing vicinal
diols;

b) feeding to a second continuous reactor said intermediate
compound, oxygen or a compound containing oxygen,
and a catalyst capable of catalyzing the oxidation reac-
tion of said diols to carboxylic groups, to obtain satu-
rated monocarboxylic acids (i) and triglycerides con-
taining saturated carboxylic acids having more than one
acid function (ii);

¢) transferring the product of step b) to an apparatus suit-
able to separate the saturated monocarboxylic acids (i)
from the triglycerides having more than one acid func-
tion (ii);

d) hydrolyzing in a third reactor said triglycerides (ii) to
obtain glycerol and saturated carboxylic acids with more
than one acid function;

e) purifying said saturated carboxylic acids with more than
one acid function by fractioned crystallization by means
of wash column (melt crystallization);

wherein operations to feed reagents and to remove prod-
ucts take place simultaneously for the entire duration of
the process, and in each of said steps the process condi-
tions remain substantially unchanged.

2. The process according to claim 1, wherein the saturated
carboxylic acids with more than one acid function of step d)
are further purified by distillation in a thin film evaporator or
by means of molecular distillation before step e).

3. The process according to claim 2, wherein the evapo-
rated carboxylic acids are further purified by means of col-
umn distillation before step e).
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